INTRODUCTION
A proportion of sows will exhibit oestrus within 5 days of parturition, whether or not they are suckling a litter (Warnick et al., 1950; Burger, 1952; Baker et al., 1953) . Behavioural oestrus in cyclic gilts and weaned sows occurs approximately 12 to 24 hr after a peak of oestrogen concentration in the peripheral blood plasma (Shearer et al., 1972; Ash et al., 1973) . This oestrogen is of ovarian origin, whereas shortly after parturition in sows there is morphological evidence to suggest a period of follicular quiescence (Burger, 1952; Palmer et al., 1965; Crighton & Lamming, 1969) . Furthermore, Fèvre et al. (1968) have shown that the peak of oestrogen concentration that occurs in the urine of sows close to the time of parturition is not affected in sows ovariectomized in early pregnancy if pregnancy is maintained by progesterone therapy. Subsequent work has indicated that the high levels of oestrogens occurring at parturition are prob¬ ably of feto-placental origin (Fèvre, 1970; Ash et al., 1973) (Molokwu & Wagner, 1973; Robertson & King, 1974 Pre-partum Post-partum Pre-partum Post-partum Days Days
Text- fig. 1 . Concentration of plasma oestrogens in two intact (a and b) and four ovariectomized sows (c tof). Each point represents a mean of duplicate determinations. O, ovariectomy; P, parturition.
appears to be a phenomenon common to a number of species, e.g. cow (Robinson et al., 1970) , sheep (Challis, 1971) , guinea-pig and goat (Challis & Linzell, 1971) . There is strong evidence to suggest that, in sheep, oestrogens play a role in initiating the process of parturition (Bedford et al., 1972) . However, it is not clear whether the oestrogens act by a direct effect on contractability of the myometrium, by overcoming the 'progesterone block' to myometrial activity (Csapo, 1969) (Rombauts, 1964; Fèvre et al, 1968; Fèvre, 1970) . (Warnick et al., 1950) , 58% (Baker et al., 1953) and 97% (Burger, 1952 (Text-fig. 1 ).
The peak of oestrogens in the blood that occurs at parturition, which is considerably higher than peaks in cyclic animals (Shearer et al., 1972) , is apparently responsible for causing the early post-partum oestrus of the sow, even though this event has been recorded up to 4 days after farrowing in lactating sows (Burger, 1952) . Thus, the outcome of efforts to breed at this oestrus will clearly not be successful (Burger, 1952 ; Baker et al., 1953 
